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MICROGRAPHIA: OR SOME PHYSIOLOGICAL DESCRIPTIONS OF MINUTE
BODIES MADE BY MAGNIFYING GLASSES WITH OBSERVATIONS AND IN-
QUIRIES THEREUPON. By Robert Hooke. New York, Dover Publications,
Inc., 1961. x, 273 pp. $2.00.
In three more years Micrographia will celebrate its 300th birthday, and
while a desire for neatness might have urged Dover to postpone the
publication of this facsimile edition until the tricentennial, our sheer,
informal delight in the book should cause us to rejoice at these few extra
years of reading pleasure. To devote to Micrographia a standard review
would be similar to an argument as to whether Harvey's De Motu Cordis
was worth publishing. The nearest we can come to reviewing is to quote
Hooke's contemporaries; for example, Samuel Pepys who, we are told,
called it "the most ingenious book that ever I read in my life",' while
Newton, no friend of Hooke's, praised Micrographia highly, and admitted
that there was much in it "concerning the colours of thin plates, and other
natural bodies, which I have not scrupled to make use of so far as they
were for my purpose."1
Essentially, Micrographia is what its name would lead us to believe:
a compilation of writings and exquisite drawings (it is said that as a boy
Hooke was apprenticed out to a well-known painter but left because
the smell of the paints affected his head) which illustrate fifty-seven micro-
scopic and three telescopic observations.
The Royal Society had become fashionable after the Restoration, and
the number of member scientists was much reduced relative to the gentle-
men and peers. Since it seemed a good and necessary thing for the
Society to discuss scientific matters (that being its ostensible purpose)
at its weekly meetings, Hooke was appointed Curator of Experiments in
1662 and charged with furnishing experiments for each meeting, and
it is basically these experiments which form the contents of Micrographia.
A less creative man might have found it difficult to carry out the work;
Hooke supplied the Royal Society with its experiments and still found
time to accept other positions-he became the City Surveyor, the Cutlerian
Lecturer in Mathematics and a Gresham College Professor of Geometry.
If it is amazing that Hooke did all of this, it is almost unbelievable
that he did it all superbly well; that he played a large part in the recon-
struction of London after the Great Fire, and was the architect for a number
of well-known, but unfortunately later destroyed buildings (some notable
examples being Bedlam Hospital, the Royal College of Physicians, and
the Merchant Taylors' Hall), several of which later generations were
to absent-mindedly attribute to his contemporary, and close friend, Sir
Christopher Wren. He improved every sort of optical instrument then
extant, and invented the basic meteorological instruments we still use
today. Hooke also invented several different kinds of clocks and watches.
made the first successful air-pump (for his friend and mentor, Robert
Boyle), and published on topics ranging from earthquakes to the geography
of Northern Europe. The ease with which invention came to Hooke is
shown by the following entry in his Diary, for 1674:
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Saturday, September 26th.-At Dickensons, Fish Street Hill. By water to Scot-
land yard. Had order for 25 pounds. Sir Ch: changd method. Controuler about 4d
foot of Stone-Dined at Nells. Oldenburgs. Dined Home. At Lord Brounkers. He
appointed councell on Tuesday at 4 p.m. At Garaways. Lent Mr. Aubery 3sh. which
maketh 43. Took aloes, slept well. Invented the Perfection of Horizontall Sayles
by a poysed and turning sayle. See the figure and the way to make aparition on
the Stage by a concave cylinder. Trye more of this-P
If this entry seems to show Hooke racing about from place to place, it
is a true picture. As to the mention of Garaways, Hooke was a sociable
and garrulous man who mentioned visits to approximately 150 London
taverns and coffee-houses in his Diaries. He was not a great drinker; his
health was too consistently poor for that, yet he turned even his ill-
health to some account, taking great interest in the state of his body and
in medicines which he courageously tried on himself. On the 29th of
September 1672, Dr. Tillotson informed Hooke that "many had died of
Fluxes and some of the Spotted feaver upon drinking Dulwich water,"' yet
Hooke continued to take Dulwich water though it often "worked not well."
There are, in fact, probably few more interesting views of 17th century
medicine than Hooke's Diary, in which he faithfully records everything
with which he dosed himself, as well as the often truly horrible con-
coctions which were urged upon him by his acquaintances. For example,
Hooke took spirit of urine and laudanum with milk as a sleeping potion,
but does not seem to have used Robert Boyle's advice that "Stercus
humanum dried and blown into the eye was an excellent powder to take
of filmes and cloudes from the eye."' In short, there was very little of
his own time which did not interest and concern Robert Hooke. He
experimented, invented, dissected, discussed, designed and wrote con-
stantly. It is hardly surprising that he did not always carry his ideas to
completion, and that others often finally received credit for work which
he had initiated. His reputation was also heavily damaged after his death
by Newton's dislike of him, and finally he was almost forgotten. Hooke
has been degraded as a dilettante, and his character sullied in being called
miserly, quarrelsome, and boastful. Yet both his Diary (which he never
intended to make public), and his contemporaries' accounts would seem to
show the opposite, while even Charles II spoke of Hooke's ability and
honesty. But Newton was an implacable enemy and continued to malign
Hooke long after the latter's death.
There is no better way for one to rescue Hooke's reputation, and
appreciate his unique qualities than by reading his works, and Micro-
graphia is undoubtedly the best place to start. Hooke's observations are
as charming as those of Leeuwenhoek, although not as ingenuous, and
they are far more ingenious. The subject matter ranges from the teeth
of a snail, to the moon; from lice and fleas to gravel in urine, and pea-
cock's feathers. Yet even more impressive are the conjectures and theories
which Hooke develops during the course of the observations. These are
too numerous to mention, but 'Espinasse' lists four main contributions
to scientific knowledge which appear in this one book, and which it seems
worth while to bring to the reader's attention. The first is the above-men-
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tioned work on optics, in particular observations on colors of thin plates,
diffraction, and a theory of light which was to influence Newton. The
second is a view of combustion which ridiculed the old belief that fire
was a separate element, and which connected combustion with respiration,
showing that in both a property or part of the air is used up or lost.
(It is interesting to note that if Hooke's reputation had not been so
quickly damped, and his writings forgotten, 18th century science might
never have had to cope with the anomalous and embarrassing phlogiston
theory.) The third is the theory that fossils were the shells of actual
animals which had been moved or buried by natural catastrophe (rather
than the then current view that they were stones formed in and by
the earth). The last major contribution is the one for which Hooke is
still remembered-the discovery of the cellular structure of plants, and
the addition of the term "cell" to biology.
It is then hardly necessary to say that we recommend this book heartily
to all readers, for a variety of reasons. And lastly, our sincerest gratitude
and congratulations to Dover Publications for reprinting a book which was
so unfairly and so unfortunately forgotten by a fickle world.
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